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ABSTRACT 
 
There are individual differences in sensitivity to threats, but no research has examined 
risk factors for threat sensitivity in romantic relationships (RTS).  Both loneliness and rejection 
sensitivity are associated with threat sensitivity, but no studies have examined whether these 
factors are associated with RTS in particular.  The current study examined the influence of 
loneliness and rejection sensitivity (RS) on RTS in two cohorts: 18-35 (n = 166) and over 35 
year olds (n = 153).  We examined relationships between the variables, but also examined 
whether RS had mediating and/or moderating effects on the relationship between loneliness 
and RTS.  Results showed (1) loneliness and RS were positively associated with RTS, (2) RS 
mediated the relationship between loneliness and RTS, (3) loneliness was higher in the older 
group, and (4) for women loneliness was not dependent on relationship status, but men were 
lonelier and more sensitive to rejection if they were not in a romantic relationship.  The results 
indicate that those who are lonely and higher on rejection sensitivity may need support in their 
romantic relationships to avoid a hypersensitivity to threats; this is particularly important for 
men, whose loneliness and RS were dependent on relationship status. 
 
 
Key words: Loneliness, rejection sensitivity, romantic relationships, relationship threat 
sensitivity, relationship incentive sensitivity 
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1. Introduction 
Being socially connected increases feelings of togetherness, yet we are also capable of 
feeling threatened in the same social groups in which we seek solace.  Being aware of social 
threats is adaptive because it promotes rapid processing of threat- or fear- related stimuli and 
prevents behaviour that may result in rejection (Eisenberger, 2013).  However, some people 
can become over-sensitive to threat, resulting in people perceiving more negative social 
information, withdrawing from social interaction and having difficulties connecting with 
others and maintaining relationships.  Both loneliness and rejection sensitivity (RS) have 
been associated with threat sensitivity (Berenston et al., 2009; Burkland, Eisenberger, & 
Lieberman, 2007; Dewitte & De Houwer 2008; Spithoven, Bijttebier, & Goossens, 2017), but 
no research has examined whether those factors influence threat sensitivity in romantic 
relationships in particular.  It is important to examine risk factors for threat sensitivity in 
romantic relationships to identify people who are more likely to have difficulties with 
intimate relationships and determine appropriate strategies to support them. 
 
1.1 Threat sensitivity in romantic relationships 
In close relationships people are generally motivated to have approach related 
behaviour (i.e. towards intimacy and growth) towards incentives and avoidance behaviour to 
threats (i.e. away from conflict and rejection; Gable & Impett, 2012).  Perceived threats in a 
relationship typically change a person’s behaviour from incentive-approach orientated 
behaviour to threat-avoidant orientated behaviour (Cavallo, Fitzsimons & Holmes, 2010).  
But some people can become over-sensitive to threats.  Laurenceau, Kleinman, Kaczynski, 
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and Carver (2010) developed the Relationship Incentive and Threat Sensitivity Scale which 
has two components: Relationship Incentive Sensitivity (RIS) and Relationship Threat 
Sensitivity (RTS).  People who have high RIS are driven to connect with their partner, move 
the relationship forward and enhance the quality of the relationship, whereas people who 
have high RTS are more negative and anxious about the relationship and worry about its 
future, focusing on negative interactions/events.  When people deal with a relationship in a 
way that focuses on incentives rather than threats, people are more likely to overcome 
difficulties with relationships and deal with conflicts constructively.  What is missing from 
the current literature is an examination of factors that influence whether people are driven by 
incentives or are overly sensitive to threats in romantic relationships.  Examining factors that 
impact threat sensitivity in romantic relationships will explain why some people behave in a 
negative and avoidant way in relationships and will be helpful for counsellors and/or clinical 
psychologists supporting people to overcome difficulties with formation and maintenance of 
personal relationships. 
 
1.2 Rejection Sensitivity and Threat Sensitivity 
Rejection sensitivity has been associated with threat sensitivity and is characterised by 
a tendency to anxiously expect rejection, an increased perception of rejection, and an 
overreaction to it (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Laboratory studies have shown that RS is 
associated with an avoidance of social threat stimuli (Berenston et al., 2009; Dewitte & De 
Houwer 2008) and increased neural activation to disapproving facial expressions (Burkland 
et al., 2007), indicating threat sensitivity.  Only one study has examined the influence of RS 
on RTS and found a moderate, but non-significant, association in their sample of 50 romantic 
couples (Laurenceau et al., 2010).  A weakness of that study is the sample size, which may 
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account for the lack of significance, despite a moderate association, so replications with a 
larger cohort are necessary.  
 
1.3 Loneliness and Threat Sensitivity 
Loneliness has also been associated with threat sensitivity and is defined as a 
subjective experience in which a person experiences a deficit in social and emotional ties to 
others (Perlman, & Peplau, 1981). Cacioppo and Hawkley (2009) proposed that the 
maintenance of loneliness is a result of hyperviligance to social threat, and empirical work 
supports that thesis (for a review see Spithoven et al., 2017).   
It is important to examine the impact of loneliness on threat sensitivity in romantic 
relationships in particular because, despite loneliness being lower in those with a romantic 
relationship, studies have shown that individuals report feeling lonely even if they are 
married (Tornstam, 1992) and that there is a negative association between relationship quality 
and loneliness (Deniz, Hamarta & Ari, 2005; Green, Richardson, Lago, & Schatten-Jones, 
2001; Flora & Sergin, 2000). Lonely people have been shown to display inappropriate 
jealousy in romantic relationships (Rotenberg, Shwechuk & Kimberley, 2001) and relational 
aggression (Strouch, Bagner, Geffken & Baumeister, 2004).  Threat sensitivity in romantic 
relationships may explain why people remain lonely despite having a romantic relationship 
and explain the inappropriate jealousy and relational aggression that is associated with 
loneliness. 
Loneliness may have a direct impact on threat sensitivity in romantic relationships, 
but RS may be the mechanism that links loneliness to threat sensitivity in relationships 
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because loneliness is associated with RS (London, Downey, Bonica, & Paltin, 2007; Watson 
& Nesdale, 2012).   
1.4. The current study 
The current study addresses the gap in the literature for an examination of the role of 
risk factors for threat sensitivity in romantic relationships by investigating whether loneliness 
and RS impact on levels of RTS. It is predicted that both loneliness and RS will be associated 
with RTS, and that RS may affect the strength (moderation effect) and/or account for 
(mediation effect) the relationship between loneliness and RTS. We also examined the 
influence of age on RTS because older adults are better at regulating their emotions (Urry & 
Gross, 2010), predicting feelings of emotional arousal (Nielsen, Knutson, & Cartensen, 2008) 
and reappraising negative emotions (Silvers et al., 2012), than their younger counterparts; so 
older adults may be better at regulating threat-related responses.  Gender differences are also 
examined because women are more likely to make use of same-sex friendships for emotional 
sharing and support (Aries & Johnson, 1983; Caldwell & Peplau, 1982) than men, so the role 
of a romantic relationships for providing emotional support is higher in men and may result 
increased RTS.   
 
2. Method 
 
2.1 Participants & Procedure 
 
Participants were recruited from student and staff population at two universities in North West 
England (N = 319, Mage = 31 years, SD = 12.62, 64% female, 67% in a romantic relationship).  
To increase participation, 37 participants (11.6%) completed the questionnaire on-line; all 
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others completed the questionnaire on paper (completing the questionnaire online did not have 
an impact on the findings, i.e. separate analysis of this sub-group revealed similar results).  For 
data analysis purposes, participants were grouped into 18-34 year olds (N = 166, Mage = 22.58, 
SD = 4.71, 63.2% females, 53.6% in a romantic relationship) and over 35 year olds (N = 153, 
Mage = 45.84, SD = 6.70, 66.3% females, 82.2 % in a romantic relationship).   
 
2.2 Measures 
 
2.2.1 Loneliness.  
 
Loneliness was measured using the R-UCLA loneliness scale (Russell, 1996).  Participants 
were asked to rate 20 statements about how they usually feel, e.g.“I feel in tune with the people 
around me” on a scale of 1 (never)  to 4 (often).  After reverse scoring some of the statements, 
loneliness scores were calculated by summing all statements.   α = .92. 
 
2.2.2 Rejection sensitivity  
 
The shortened version of the Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire (RSQ; Downey & Feldman, 
1996) was used.  It includes 8 scenarios that may result in rejection, e.g. “You approach a close 
friend to talk after doing or saying something that seriously upset him/her” Each scenario is 
followed by two six-point scales: (1) rejection concern (6 = very concerned and 1 = very 
unconcerned) and (2) acceptance expectancy (6 = very likely and 1 = very unlikely).  Rejection 
concern is multiplied by acceptance expectancy (reversed) and averaged across the scenarios.  
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Three of the scenarios in this measure were removed to avoid overlap with RTS because they 
specifically related to RS in romantic relationships.  The remaining 5 scenarios were used in 
all the analyses. α = .83. 
 
2.2.3. Threat sensitivity in romantic relationships  
 
Relationship Incentive and Threat Sensitivity Scales (RITSS; Laurenceau et al., 2010) were 
used.  The RITSS was designed to be completed by those in a romantic relationship, so in the 
current study we included a question regarding whether the participant was currently in a 
romantic relationship.  Participants not in a relationship were asked to imagine how they would 
feel if they were and complete the measure thinking about that imagined relationship. The 
measure comprises 11 statements (6 relate to RIS and 5 relate to RTS), e.g. “I go out of my 
way to be connected to my romantic partner” (RIS) and “Criticism and scolding from my 
romantic partner hurts me quite a bit” (RTS).  Participants are asked to respond to how true the 
statement is to them on a scale of 1 (very false) to 4(very true).  α = .85 (RIS) and .82 (RTS).   
 
3. Results 
 
3.1 Relationships between loneliness, RS, RIS and RTS 
 
3.1.1 Correlation and multiple regression analysis 
Descriptive statistics by age group and relationship status are presented in Table 1 and 
correlations among variables in Table 2.  Loneliness was positively associated with RTS and 
RS.  Rejection sensitivity was also positively associated with RTS.  There were no 
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associations between RIS and loneliness or RS1.  To examine factors that influenced RTS, a 
multiple regression analysis was conducted (Table 3).  Rejection sensitivity was an influence 
of RTS in the model, but not loneliness. 
 
3.1.2 Moderation and Mediation analyses 
A moderation analysis was undertaken to assess whether loneliness and RS interact to 
influence levels of RTS (Table 4).  Variables were centred prior to multiplication.  A 
hierarchical regression was conducted, entering the main effects first (loneliness and RS) and 
interaction term (loneliness x RS) at the second step.  There was not a significant moderation 
effect.   
An analysis using structural equation modelling was conducted to assess whether RS 
mediated the relationship between loneliness and RTS (Figure 1).  Using a causal method 
(Baron & Kenny, 1986) a mediation effect was evident because the direct effect between 
loneliness and RTS was reduced in model and was significant.  Mediation was also tested using 
a bootstrap estimation approach with 5000 samples (Hayes, 2009; Shrout & Bolger, 2002).  
This is considered to be a more valid and reliable method for small sample sizes and/or when 
multivariate normality cannot be met (MacKinnon, Lockwood, & Williams, 2004). The true 
indirect effect was estimated using AMOS to lie between 0.66 and 0.19 with 95% confidence 
(β = .13, SE = 0.03).  Because zero is not in the 95% confidence interval, the indirect effect 
was significantly different from zero indicating a mediation effect. 
 
3.2 Gender and age-related differences 
                                                          
1 Correlation analysis was conducted separately for the group (n = 37) completing the questionnaires online to 
gauge whether that data could be merged with data completed offline and similar associations were found 
(i.e. loneliness was positively associated with both RTS (r = .35) and RS (r = .69) but not RIS (r = -.05).  RS was 
also not associated with RIS (r = -.01) but was associated with RTS (r = .36).   
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Gender and age related differences were examined using a series of 2 (gender) x 2 
(age) x 2 (relationship status) ANOVAs for each of the study variables, with all main effects 
and significant interactions reported in Table 1.  There were significant main effects for age 
and gender for loneliness only.  Loneliness was higher for those not in a relationship and in 
the older age group  
For loneliness, a significant interaction for gender x relationship status was evident.  
Post hoc examinations showed that for females there were no differences in loneliness 
whether in a relationship or not (t(203) = 0.45, p = 653), but males were lonelier if there were 
not in a romantic relationship (t(110) = 3.75, p < .001).  Thus, for women, loneliness may be 
less about being in an intimate relationship than for men.   
For RS a significant interaction for age x gender x relationship status was evident.  
Further analysis revealed that there were no differences in RS whether in a relationship or not 
in the younger group, but, for the 35+ group, RS was higher when not in a relationship 
(F(1,147) = 5.38, p = .022, ƞp2= .04).  In the older age group post hoc tests revealed no 
difference in RS for females whether in a relationship or not (t(93) = 0.06, p = .952), but 
when not in a relationship, RS was higher for males (t (19.53) = 3.49, p = .002).  This 
indicates that in the older age group RS is more of a concern when single for men. 
For RIS a significant interaction for age x relationship status was evident.  Post hoc 
tests revealed that the 18-35 year group had higher RIS when in a relationship (Mean = 3.48, 
SD = 0.44) than when not in a relationship (Mean = 3.26, (0.60), t(162) = 2.71, p = .007).  In 
the older age group, there was no difference in RIS between those in a relationship (Mean = 
3.32, SD = 0.56) than those not in a relationship (Mean = 3.42(0.46) t(148) = 0.79, p = .433).  
For those in a relationship, the 18-35 year old group had higher RIS than the 35+ year old 
group (18-35   mean = 3.48 (0.48), 35+ mean = 3.33 (0.56) – t(209) = 2.12, p = .035); there 
was no difference in age groups for those not in a relationship t(101) = 1.25, p = .214).  These 
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results indicate that the younger participants were more likely to be motivated to improve 
connection with their partner if they are in a relationship than older participants. 
 
 
4. Discussion 
 
The current study aimed to address the gap in extant literature for an examination of 
risk factors for threat sensitivity in romantic relationships and showed that both loneliness and 
rejection sensitivity are associated with relationship threat sensitivity.  Rejection sensitivity 
was shown to a mechanism that links loneliness to relationship threat sensitivity.   
 
4.1 Loneliness and rejection sensitivity 
 
 Loneliness was associated with RTS in the current study, indicating that lonely people 
in an existing or newly forming romantic relationships may need support to avoid focussing on 
negative events and ignoring conflicts in a relationship.  Similar to previous findings of a 
moderate association between RS and RTS in a small sample (Laurenceau et al, 2010), the 
results of the current study in a larger sample also showed that rejection sensitivity was 
associated with RTS.  In the current study RS was shown to be a mechanism that links 
loneliness to RTS.  Previous studies have shown an association between loneliness and RS 
(London et al., 2007; Watson & Nesdale, 2012) and an association between RS and general 
threat sensitivity (Berenston et al., 2009; Burkland et al., 2007), but this is the first study to 
show that loneliness is linked to RTS via RS.  Thus, strategies that help a lonely person 
overcome rejection sensitivity will also help them improve the quality of their romantic 
relationships and/or maintain newly formed ones.  In addition, neither loneliness nor RS were 
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associated with RIS, indicating that lonely people and/or those sensitive to rejection will not 
behave in a way that facilitates resolution to problems or conflicts in romantic relationships.   
There is little research that has examined the influence of loneliness on romantic 
relationships, but there is empirical evidence demonstrating that loneliness affects re-affiliation 
motive and lessens the desire to reconnect with others in peer relationships (e.g. Cacioppo & 
Hawkley, 2009; Qualter et al., 2015).  The findings in the current study indicate that lonely 
people behave in a similar way in their romantic relationships to peer relationships (Spithoven 
et al., 2017) and are motivated to focus on avoidance of conflict and rejection, rather than being 
motivated to promote intimacy and growth in the relationship.  The association between 
loneliness and threat sensitivity in romantic relationships may explain why some people are 
lonely despite being in a romantic relationship (Tornstam, 1992) and why loneliness is linked 
to poor relationship quality (Deniz et al., 2005; Green et al., 2001; Flora & Sergin, 2000).  
Threat sensitivity may also explain why loneliness is associated with inappropriate jealousy 
(Rotenberg et al., 2001) and relational aggression (Strouch et al., 2004).   
 
4.2 Age-related differences 
 
The results in the current study indicate that younger adults are more likely to be 
motivated to improve connection with their partner if they are in a relationship (i.e. RIS was 
higher when in a relationship) than older adults.  One reason for that difference could be that 
older adults have been in their current relationships for longer than the younger adults and 
developed security and trust in the other person over time.  Another reason may be that older 
adults have more security in their relationships because older adults demonstrate lower levels 
of attachment anxiety (Hudson et al., 2015; Chopik et al., 2014) and greater emotional 
regulation than younger adults (Nielsen et al, 2008; Silvers et al., 2012).  Thus, older adults 
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may be more able to manage minor disagreements and conflicts in a romantic relationship than 
younger adults, thus, eliciting more avoidant behaviour.   
 
4.3 Gender Differences 
 
Our findings support previous studies showing lower levels of loneliness in those who 
are in a romantic relationship (Deniz et al., 2005; Green et al., 2001).  But, importantly, there 
was a gender difference in that relationship: for females there were no differences in 
loneliness based on relationship status, but men were lonelier if not in a relationship.  So for 
women, loneliness may be less about being in an intimate romantic relationship than for men.  
Friendship research has demonstrated that both men and women gain emotional support from 
opposite sex relationships (Aukett, Ritchie, & Mill, 1988; Burleson, 2003), but women are 
more likely to also make use of same-sex friendships for emotional sharing and support 
(Aries & Johnson, 1983; Caldwell & Peplau, 1982).   
 
4.4 Strengths and Weakness 
 
The current study is the first to examine factors that may influence RTS and shows that 
loneliness and RS are implicated, which is important because it helps to identify people who 
are more likely to find formation and maintenance of romantic relationships difficult.  
However, the variance associated with these factors is small, indicating that other factors may 
play an important role in influencing RTS.  Future research should explore other factors that 
impact RTS, such as relationship quality or length and/or residential status (i.e. living alone or 
with partner).  There may also be other individual differences that impact RTS, such as social 
anxiety and/or depression.  Also, while participants may have been reflecting on their 
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behaviour in the questionnaire, actual behaviour was not measured and the results gained by 
using observation methods may be different. Future research could use an observational 
method to examine differences in threat- related behaviour in couples. 
It is important to note that the current study is cross-sectional so it is possible that 
loneliness leads to threat sensitivity in romantic relationships, but equally possible that if 
someone behaves in a threat sensitive way in a romantic relationship that they may become 
lonelier over time.  Future research should use a longitudinal design to examine causality in 
more detail.   
 
4.5 Applications of the findings 
 
The findings of the current study are important to help with understanding why some 
people behave in a threat sensitive way in romantic relationships and implicate loneliness and 
RS as risk factors for RTS.  Thus, lonely people and/or those who are sensitive to rejection 
may need support to (1) behave in a way that supports a quality romantic relationship and (2) 
take action that overcomes the threat sensitivity experienced in the relationship.  Counsellors 
and or clinical psychologists supporting lonely people with the formation and maintenance of 
romantic relationships should focus on supporting the person to avoid negative interpretation 
of events in the relationship and encourage approach behaviours that will help to resolve 
difficulties and conflicts, rather than the use of avoidant behaviours which may be more typical 
for lonely people.  The current study indicates that this is particularly important for men who 
place a significant importance on their romantic partner for their emotional and social support. 
 
5. Conclusion 
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The current study is the first to examine risk factors associated with relationship threat 
sensitivity.  Loneliness and rejection sensitivity were associated with relationship threat 
sensitivity, and rejection sensitivity was shown to be a potential mechanism linking 
loneliness and relationship threat sensitivity.  The findings indicate that both lonely people 
and those sensitive to rejection may need support with romantic relationships because they 
will be hypersensitive to threat in the relationship, which could result in a lack of resolution 
to difficulties experienced in that relationship.  Strategies to support lonely people with 
formation and maintenance of romantic relationships should focus on overcoming threat 
sensitivity, reducing rejection sensitivity and encourage approach-related behaviours.   
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics 
 
 In a romantic relationship Not in a romantic relationship ANOVA  
 18-35years Over 35 years  18-35 years  Over 35 years 
 M SD M SD M SD M SD 
Loneliness 38.76 9.64 40.99 11.35 42.20 11.16 46.86 9.90 AGE - F(1,305) = 4.00, p = .046, ƞp² = .01* 
REL - F(1,305) = 12.38, p = .001, ƞp² =.04** 
GEN – F(1,305) < .01, p = .976, ƞp² <.01 
GEN x REL - F(1,7) = 4.53, p = .034, ƞp2 = 0.14* 
Rejection 
sensitivity  
8.75 5.36 8.90 5.10 9.14 4.43 10.94 6.01 AGE - F(1, 305) = 1.09, p = .297, ƞp² <.01 
REL - F(1,305) = 3.15, p = .077, ƞp² =.01 
GEN – F(1,305) = 0.01 p = .921, ƞp² <.01 
GEN x REL – F(1,305) = 3.99, p = .047, ƞp² =.01* 
AGE x GENDER x REL F(1,305) = 4.15, p = .043, ƞp2= .01* 
Relationship 
incentive 
sensitivity 
3.48 0.44 3.33 0.56 3.26 0.60 3.42 0.46 AGE - F(1,305) = 0.02, p = .886, ƞp² <.01 
REL - F(1,305) = 0.74, p = .391, ƞp² <.01 
GEN – F(1,305) < .01, p .953, ƞp² <.01 
AGE x REL - F(1,305) = 3.89, p = .050, ƞp² = .01* 
Relationship 
threat 
sensitivity 
3.07 0.69 3.04 0.64 3.04 0.67 3.10 0.73 AGE - F(1,305) = 0.33, p = .567, ƞp² <.01 
REL - F(1,305) = 0.01, p = .911, ƞp² <.01 
GEN – F(1,305) = 2.18, p =.141, ƞp² <.01 
Note: **significant at p < .01 level, *significant at p < .05 level; REL = Relationship status; GEN = gender; All main effects are reported in the 
table, with only significant interactions included 
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Table 2. Correlations between study variables  
 
 All Participants 18-35 years 35 years and over 
 2. 3. 4. 2. 3. 4. 2. 3. 4. 
1. Loneliness .55** -.10 .22** .49** -.10 .26** .63** -.10 .18* 
2. RS  -.07 .28**  -.10 .24*  -.13 .24** 
3. RIS   .43**   .41**   .46** 
4. RTS          
Note: **significant at p < .001 level, *significant at p < .05 level; RS = rejection sensivity; RIS = Relationship 
Incentive sensitivity; RTS = Relationship threat sensitivity 
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Table 3. Multiple regression analysis with relationship threat sensitivity as the dependent 
variable 
 
 All Participants 18-35 years 35 years and over 
 B SE B Β B SE B β B SE B β 
Loneliness .01 .01 .08 <.01 .01 .14 < .01 < .01 .04 
Rejection 
sensitivity 
.03 .01 .23*** .04 .01 .25** .03 .01 .22* 
ANOVA F (2,311) = 17.91, p < .001 
R² = .08, Adj R² = .08 
F(2,163) = 10.66, p < .001 
R² = .12, Adj R² = .11 
F(2,147) = 4.83, p = .009 
R² = .06, Adj R² = .05 
Note: ***significant at p < .001 level, **significant at < .01 level, *significant at < .05 level 
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Table 4. Hierarchical regression analysis on Relationship Threat Sensitivity 
 
 
 Step B SE β t p Adj R2 p 
Constant 1 2.55 0.14      
Loneliness 1 0.01 0.00 0.09 1.36 0.175   
Rejection 
sensitivity 
1 0.30 0.01 0.23 3.60 0.000   
       0.080 < .001 
Constant 2 2.55 0.14      
Loneliness 2 0.01 0.04 0.90 1.38 0.167   
Rejection 
Sensitivity 
2 0.03 0.10 0.22 2.98 0.003   
Loneliness BY 
rejection sensitivity 
2 0.00 0.001 0.24 0.38 0.706   
       0.077 <.001 
 
 
 
  
Loneliness, RS and RTS in romantic relationships 
 
25 
 
.55* 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.23* 
 
 
 
 
.09 
 
.22* 
 
Figure 1 Mediation model of loneliness and rejection sensitivity to relationship threat 
sensitivity  
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* significant at p <.001 
Sobel’s Z = 3.57, p< .001 
Goodman’s Z = 3.58, p < .001 
